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by Samuel Hugh Moffett^

Korea’s Unconquerable. Christians
September marks the 100th
anniversary of the founding of

the evangelical church in Korea.
Dr. Samuel Hugh Moffett writes

about those early days of

missions in Korea and the people
whom God used—including Dr.

Moffett’s own father.—ED.

O n September 20, 1884,
Horace Allen, who had

served as a medical "missionary in

China, landed seasick and weary
at the port of Inchon, Korea. He
pressed on to Seoul, where he
was appointed physician to the
American legation. That
appointment secured his safety

since an ancient ediet against
missionaries was still binding.

Then on the night of December
4 a plot against the nation's

leaders exploded into violence.

Scores of the King’s counselors
were murdered and the Queen’s
nephew lay dying in a pool of

blood, seven sword cuts on his

head and body. Over the

objections of 14 palace
physicians, who were about to

pour black pitch into the patient’s

wounds, Dr. Allen was summoned
to the palace. For three months
he fought to save the prince's- life

Failure would have meant the end
of his work in Korea. But the
prince recovered and a grateful

king appointed Dr. Allen as
physician to the roy~! court and
allowed him to open a hospital in

Seoul, sponsored by the

government "in cooperation with
a benevolent society in America."
Indirect and cautious though the
phrasing of the decree was, it was
the first official approval by the
Korean government of missionary
work in Korea, and Dr. Allen
became the country’s First resident
Protestant missionary.

Earlier mission attempts in

Korea had been made by Roman
Catholics, and there were some
underground Christians in Korea
at the time Dr. Allen began his

work. One of the first Protestant
attempts at evangelism was that
of the Reverend Robert J.

Thomas, a missionary from China,
who spent two-and-one-half
months in 1865 on Korea's west
coast studying Korean and
distributing Bibles. When he ^
returned to Korea the next year,

\

his ship was set afire by fear-

stricken Koreans. Thomas
managed to get to shore, and he
is said to have offered a Bible to

'

the first man who met him. It was
refused.. Then Mr. Thomas knelt
to pray, and the man who refused
the Bible beheaded him. His
slayer could not escape the
conviction that he had killed a
good man and took the Bible
home with him.
Many years later the nephew of

the man who killed Robert
Thomas graduated from Union
Christian College in Pyongyang
and assisted with the revision of

the Korean Bible.

The first Protestant clergymen
to land in Korea were Horace G.
Underwood and Henry G.
Appenzeller, who arrived in 1885.
They were pioneers in evangelism
and education.

My father, the Reverend Samuel
A. Moffett, landed in Korea in

January, 1890. It was still

forbidden to evangelize publicly.

In 1893 he decided to move to

Pyongyang, which is the capital

of Morth Korea today. When he
arrived, he,was stoned in the
sheets, but h’.r staved. The
foMo ving yerr he bapbzeJ seven
men. and they: became the
foundation of a work which was t.o

become for a time the largest

Presbyterian mission station in

the world.
A man who stoned my father as

he entered the city was converted
and became one of the First seven
graduates of the seminary. At a
caucus these seven ministers of
the Korean church expressed their
agreement that “a real church has
more than ministers; a real

church has missionaries.” They
looked at the man who stoned my
father, and someone said, “You
stoned the first missionary you
ever saw. You have to be our first

missionary." They sent him to an
island off the southern coast of
Korea, and he was stoned by the

people who met him. He survived

to become a hero of the Korean
church.

In one of the first mission
meetings my father attended, a

decision was made that national

church leaders be independent
and self-reliant from the

beginning. Every Christian was to

teach the faith to others, not as a

professional evangelist, but while
carrying on his normal
occupation. Every group was to

build its owri church and support
its own pastor.

The Korean church grew most
rapidly in precisely those areas
where this plan was practiced
most faithfully. Today there are

Said to be more Presbyterians in

Korea than in the United States.

In 1905 Korea lost its

independence to the Japanese,
and when it regained
independence in 1945, only half

of the proud little peninsula was
set free. Yet it was in these years
of disaster and testing that Korea
produced the greatest of its

treasures—unconquerable
Christians.

In his 40 years in Korea my
father founded 200 schools. When
the Japanese conquerors came,
they said, "Mo more Bible-

teaching in the schools." My
father ied a movement that

challenged them on that. He said,

"We'd rather close the schools,"
and the Japanese backed down.
But they kept harassing into the
1930s and tried to force Shinto
practices onto the church. In the
schools where my father had
influence, he refused to let

students go to the Shinto shrines.'

Because of this, he was thrown
out of the country in 1936. Later

hundreds of pastors and
missionaries were arrested and
some were tortured.

. Christians were tested during
the Communist invasions in the
1950s. A refugee family- that
returned to their home village,

after one of the Communist
invasions found that the church
and their home had been
destroyed. But five sacks of rice
which had been buried before
they left remained. Though it was
all they had. this Christian family
set aside three of these precious
bags of rice as a contribution
toward rebuilding the church.
They gave them as a thank
offering for their deliverance.
What is the secret of the vitality

of the Korean church? Some say
its vitality is in its devotion to the
Word of God. One of the church's
early decisions was to use an
easily understood phonetic
alphabet to translate the Bible.

The decision to use this alphabet
enabled Korean Christians to

study the Bible, and it also
resulted in Korea having a high
rate of literacy compared with
other parts of Asia. Once when a
committee came to my father to

ask the secret of the church's

growth, he said, "Gentlemen, we
have been holding before these
people the Word of God, and the
Holy Spirit has done the rest."

Some think the vitality of the
Korean church is their fervency in

prayer. Each day before dawn, at

4:30 in the summer and at 5:30 in

the winter, groups of Christians
make their way to the churches to

pray.

Others say the secret is the
church's spirit of self-support and
self-reliance. “We do not want to

be rice Christians," Korean
Christians have said. Stewardship
has become an ingrained part of

their Christian faith.

But the great strength of the

Korean church can be understood
only in the steadfast faith of

individual Christians—Christians

such as Major Moh.
Yong-Soo Moh was a major in

the Korean Salvation Army. When
the Communists swept through
Kaesong in 1950, they took him
prisoner and beat him. "Give up
your faith in Christ," they said,

"and we will set you free."

With a Bible in one hand and a

hymnbook in the other, Major
Moh answered, “You can shoot

me, but alive, or dead, I am still

Jesus Christ's man."
Korea's Christians are Jesus

Christ’s men ar\d women. And
insofar as they are his, they are

unconquerable.

“ Samuel Hugh Moffett was a missionary to
* Korea from 1955 to 1981, Since 1981 he has
been Henry W. Luce professor of ecumenics
and mission at Princeton Theological
Seminary, Princeton. New Jersey He and his

a wife, Eileen, live in Princeton. This article,
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